How is climate change used to define English regions?  by Drake, Frances
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.035
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 14 (2011) 186–192
Regional Environmental Governance: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, Theoretical Issues, 
Comparative Designs (REGov) 
How is climate change used to define English regions? 
Frances Drake* 
School of Geography, University of Leeds, Leeds LS2 9JT, UK 
Abstract 
This study examines how the science of climate change has helped to socially construct eight of the nine English standard regions 
(excluding London). This is placed within the context of regional actors whose primary concern is one of economic development 
rather than environmental issues. The study explores how regional authorities make this global issue relevant to their region. The 
images and historical legacy that are drawn upon to position the region in relation to climate change are discussed. Furthermore, 
the study considers how the proposed responses to climate change seek to further a regional identity. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The UK government has sought to devolve economic initiatives and other policy developments downwards to the 
regions. The downwards shift in policy-making is revealed in the reorganisation of UK government structures. 
Devolution and state restructuring has resulted in the formation of the Scottish parliament, elected Welsh, Northern 
Ireland and London assemblies. In England, in addition to London, there are eight standard regions each of which, 
until recently, had three key regional bodies: Government Office (GO), Regional Development Agency (RDA), and 
Regional Assembly (RA) (Tomaney, 2002). Between them they were responsible for producing regional strategies.  
Any recommendations made at regional level must be in accord with national government policies. Also lower tiers 
of government must make their strategies in line with regional plans. Hence there appears to be a hierarchical flow 
of power. This is reinforced by the fact that the eight English regions have no elected regional government (Pearce, 
Ayres, & Tricker, 2005). Nonetheless the regional GOs, RDAs and RAs have sought to give the English regions 
greater say over policies and this does reflect the general move to regional levels of governance (Pearce, Mawson, & 
Ayres, 2008; Perry, 2007; Roberts & Benneworth, 2001).  
The establishment of the regional agencies can be traced back to 1994 when the GOs were created to represent 
the state’s interest in the formation of regional policies (Haughton & Counsell, 2004). The Blair Labour government 
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elected in 1997 was committed to regional devolution, and consequently RAs gradually began to emerge (Haughton 
& Counsell, 2004; Tomaney, 2002). The intention was for the RAs to evolve into directly elected bodies. This plan, 
however, was thrown into disarray when a referendum in North-East England rejected such an assembly. The RAs 
also developed to scrutinise the function of the RDAs formed in 1999 (Roberts & Benneworth, 2001). The goal of 
RDAs is to improve economic performance within their area and to provide a regional framework for such 
developments, and they work in association with the GOs and RAs (Ashworth, Snape, & Aulakh, 2007; Roberts & 
Benneworth, 2001; Smith, 2007; Tomaney, 2002).  In July 2007 the new Labour leader Gordon Brown announced 
that RAs would be abandoned in 2010 to be replaced by Council Leader Boards. The future of RDAs is now also in 
question with the result of the general election in May 2010. Both parties in the coalition government Conservatives 
and Liberal Democrats favoured a major restructuring of RDAs if not total abolition. The coalition government has 
yet to make any announcements but it is likely that the RDAs would take some time to wind down even if they were 
to be abolished. 
2. Methods and Methodology 
This study focuses on the eight English regions outside of London. London has been excluded because of its very 
different governance arrangements.  Over the past decade the agencies in these regions have been responsible for the 
production of a number of regional policy documents such as the Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional 
Economic Strategy (both to be replaced by a single Regional Strategy). Many regional policy documents have been 
found to have an impact on climate change (Arup, Stockholm Environment Institute, & Cambridge Econometrics, 
2007) but there is no statutory requirement for the regions to have a climate change action plan. Nonetheless, 7 out 
of the 8 English regions have produced such an action plan. The first English region to adopt a climate change 
action plan was Yorkshire and Humber at the end of 2005 with an updated version in 2009.  Table 1 shows which 
regions have produced an action plan. 
Table 1 Regional Action Plans (details of action plans and scoping studies  available from 
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=76&Itemid=189)
Region Type of Action Plan CDA UKCIP02 Regional Maps in Action plan 
East Midlands Written action Plan February 
2009 
Completed Yes 
East of England Written action plan draft April 
2009 
Ongoing No, but in ‘Living with Climate Change in 
the East of England’ (nd)  
North East Online action plan Summary 
document April 2008 
 No, but in ‘And the Weather Today 
is…Climate Change in the North East’  
(2002) 
North West Written action plan November 
2006, updated 2010 
Completed No 
South East None but various guidance 
documents 
 ‘Adapting to climate change checklist’  
(November 2005) features UKCIP02 digs for 
whole of UK 
South West Written action plan August 2008 Ongoing Yes 
West Midlands Written action plan December 
2007 
Ongoing No 
Yorkshire and 
Humber 
Written action plan December 
2005, updated 2009 
Completed Yes, also in ‘Warming up the Region’ (2002) 
Climate change action plans provide an overview of the policies favoured by those in regional governance. This 
research assumes that such language is not neutral and instead represents discourse which is intended to ‘win hearts 
and minds’ (Wetherell, 2001). The study draws upon Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis (CDA) as it 
has been influenced by Foucauldian theory with its concern with knowledge and power and the way in which 
discourse constructs the social world (Mills, 2004). The aim of CDA is to uncover taken-for-granted positions and 
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relate that to dominance and power (Olausson, 2009). Thus, there is an expectation that such an analysis will reveal 
a dominant discourse. To this end the plans have been read and analysed using a critical discourse approach as 
described by Fairclough (2003) (Fairclough, 2003).  This research is ongoing and Table 1 indicates which plans 
have been read exhaustively. 
Whilst there is a focus to provide additional data on climate change and the regions for triangulation a search was 
made of the LexisNexis database of regional newspapers. The search terms climate change and region were used to 
identify articles over the period 1 Jan 2000 until 31 Dec 2009. The term ‘England’ was used to limit the 
geographical search. Any duplicate article, that is exactly the same article published in different newspapers, was 
removed from the analysis. Also any remaining Welsh, Scottish or London newspaper articles were removed. Figure 
1 illustrates the number of articles per year and we can see a dramatic increase since the middle of the last decade. 
Figure 1: Number of regional newspaper articles from the LexisNexis database based on a search using the terms ‘climate change’ and ‘region’ 
3. A Regional Response? 
The action plans vary considerably in length, scope and presentation, from the 8 page, no pictures, draft 
document of East of England to the original Yorkshire and Humber plan of 58 fully illustrated pages with a raft of 
supplementary documents, to the totally online version of the North East. As one might expect, however, given the 
nature of policy documents there is considerable overlap in the themes and style that the documents cover. Most 
start with a foreword by some regional statesperson, some sort of context for regional climate change action is given 
and most provide a summary of priority action areas.  
A majority of the action plans provide some sort of overview of climate change at the international level and then 
follow this up with some regional benchmarking.  Intertextuality, that is references to other documents and data 
sources, are used to legitimate the impacts of climate change at both the international and regional level. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is widely cited to legitimate the international scale of climate change. 
At the regional scale UK Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP) is extensively used to illustrate the likely climate 
changes.  The UKCIP publishes climate change information on behalf of the UK Government and is based at the 
Environmental Change Institute at Oxford University. It aims to work with businesses and organisations to 
help them assess how they might be affected by climate change, so they can prepare for its impact.  A key 
component of these UK national and regional climate impacts assessments are the climate projections, which are 
modelled by the Met Office Hadley Centre.  The latest projections called UKCP09 are probabilistic in nature but as 
these were not released until June 2009. The regional documentation analysed relies predominantly on the earlier 
UKCIP02 results.  Thus, aside from the regional agencies we have an external government funded agency producing 
representations of each regions’ current and projected climate under increased greenhouse gases.  
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Such diagrams do not just convey the temperature and precipitation changes but provide a visual representation 
of the region reinforcing the idea of the standard regions. Of the eight regions, 3 use the UKCIP02 digs to illustrate 
the action plan, and a further 3 regions used them in earlier documents leading up to the action plan. The images are 
quite flat with little geographically or topographically information other than the outline of the region. The images 
smooth out any sub-regional differences. For example with temperature you have a sea of graduated oranges with no 
sense of urban and rural distinction. Whilst this may in one respect reinforce the idea of each region the lack of 
inter-regional variations from one diagram to the next tends to minimise regional differentiation.  Furthermore what 
you end up with is a rather bland headline summary of climate change from UKCIP for all the English regions is of 
wetter, milder winters and hotter drier summers. 
Given the similarities of the issues for all the regions perhaps it is not surprising that many of the priorities 
identified by the action plans across the regions are very similar. With respect to this discussion it is notable that five 
out of the eight regions specifically mention the economy or business as a key priority area. This is also reflected in 
the newspaper articles which often report on how businesses in each region are responding to the challenge of 
climate change. For example two of three newspaper articles about the release of a report from Confederation of 
British Industries (CBI) taskforce on climate change in late November 2007 use exactly the same wording just 
exchanging regional director’s names. 
Chris Clifford, the CBI’s regional director, said: “The challenge of climate change is one every company must 
take seriously.  In the West Midlands we are determined to play our part and many key local businesses are already 
well advanced in their efforts to reduce carbon emissions. There’s a long and difficult journey ahead, but businesses 
across the region, big and small, will be working hard to make a real difference.  Birmingham Post November 26, 
2007, (DOC 18/2007) 
CBI Yorkshire and Humber regional director, Penny Hemming, said: “The challenge of climate change is one 
every company must take seriously. In Yorkshire and Humberside we are determined to play our part and many key 
local businesses are already well advanced in their efforts to reduce carbon emissions. There’s a long and difficult 
journey ahead, but businesses across the region, big and small, will be working hard to make a real difference.” 
Yorkshire Evening Post November 26, 2007 (DOC 20/2007). 
4. Differentiating the Region 
From this it is clear that differentiating a region from other regions in relation to climate change is not an easy 
task.  It is one thing to draw a boundary another to form the region itself. Whilst the study uses as its base the 
defined standard regions it accepts a scalar structuration approach to geographical scales (Macleod & Jones, 2007). 
Therefore, the study is concerned with how climate change has been used to socially construct the English regions. 
One way of setting a region apart is to appeal to a region’s uniqueness. For example under the heading East of 
England – a special place 
The eastern region is rich in history, its wealth founded on agriculture and fishing, and its trading links 
with continental Europe [Living with Climate Change in the East of England Summary Report nd, 
page 6 segment 5]. 
And similarly 
The Yorkshire and Humber region is characterised by its strong regional identity and great diversity of 
landscapes, businesses and communities [Yorkshire and Humber 2005, page 6 segment 4]. 
Another very common way in which there is an attempt to make climate change of more relevance to a region is 
by emphasising the dangers of climate change to a region.  In particular, this is achieved in the action plans by 
implying that a region is likely to suffer more than other regions.
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The East Midlands is already one of the driest regions in England and the expected warmer summers 
may mean less rainfall; at the same time, demands for water are expected to rise particularly from new 
housing to meet our growing population [East Midlands 2009, page 4 segments 13 and 14]. 
Yorkshire and Humber is seriously exposed to climate change. For example, as a region we have more 
properties and businesses at serious flood risk than any other apart from London [Yorkshire and 
Humber 2009, page 3 segments 1 and 2]. 
Climate change may well have a greater impact in the East of England than in other regions [East of 
England 2009, page 6 segment 21]. 
A similar concern with the threat to a region emerges within the newspaper articles  
“I would say it’s a good idea, particularly for the East Midlands region, where we have lost more 
biodiversity than any other region.” Callie Lister Friends of the Earth Regional spokesman quoted in 
Target series December 8 2008 (DOC 12/2008) 
So the region becomes an entity in its own right – not simply a government drawn border.  The region then 
becomes an area that requires us to act to protect it. In some cases, however, the threat is not strictly a regional 
worry but more often an issue for a particular sub-region. For example the Yorkshire and Humber assertion about 
serious flood risk is predominantly referring to an area around the Humber estuary, which contains a lot of heavy 
industry including chemical production and oil depots.  
The climate change action strategies have appeared over a number of years and the earlier documents tend to 
refer to scientific evidence for climate change to raise awareness of the dangers of climate change. More recent 
action plans also refer to the scientific evidence but increasingly reference is made to economic and government 
policy documents such as the Stern Review (Stern, 2006) and the UK Climate Change Act (DECC, 2009) as a 
necessity for action.  
‘A Stern-style regional investigation of the costs and opportunities of climate change and adaptation 
would enable clear, hard-hitting South West messages to be developed to raise awareness of the 
potential impacts of climate change on the regions [South West 2008, page 17, segment 2]. 
Thus, we can begin to see an economic focus coming to the fore as a rationale for regional policies addressing 
climate change. 
5. A Golden Opportunity for the Region 
Having established the region as being in peril from climate change most of the action plans then point to the 
potential economic opportunities that exist for the region.  The development of a low carbon economy is seen as 
vital as a way forward for most of the regions. I would just like to point out that no region details what they mean by 
a low carbon economy but implicitly it would appear to be ways of continuing development of capital and business 
through neo-liberal policies. Importantly, however, this is not simply a case of developing a regional low carbon 
economy but of being in the lead of other regions to gain an economic advantage. This is done by not just looking to 
the future but also by referring to past and the heritage of the region. 
  
It should come as no surprise that our region wishes to take the lead on climate change and energy. 
England’s Northwest led the industrial revolution and through innovation, resourcefulness and – yes- 
significant quantities of fossil fuel, it defined the very shape of modern society [Northwest page 1 
segments 1 and 2] 
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We can use our heritage of innovation and enterprise to take advantage of the opportunity we now 
have to lead the development of low carbon technologies and solutions.  [West Midlands page 5 
segment 10] 
This is in line with the findings of Deacon (2004) whose work on the South west region of England revealed that 
one way of thinking about the region was through regional images which ‘sometime mentioned the role of heritage 
and the past’ (Deacon, 2004) page 217). 
A significant area for focus in developing is delivering low carbon energy alternatives 
It will cement the Westcountry’s place as the leading region in the UK for producing renewable 
energy and tackling climate change.  North Devon Journal May 17, 2007 Thursday (DOC 132/2007). 
“A carbon capture and storage project at Hatfield will ensure that Yorkshire and The Humber leads 
the way in clean coal technology. It will bring huge economic benefits to our region and shows our 
commitment to cutting carbon emissions and dealing with this global issue.” Rosie Winterton Minister 
for Yorkshire and Humber quoted in Scunthorpe Evening Telegraph November 11, 2009 (DOC 
23/2009) 
A problem for this desire to lead is that very often regions become in competition with each other for the same 
funding stream whether that be from the UK government or the EU. 
 [Advantage West Midlands]  Director of Innovation, Dr Philip Extance, said: “We are delighted to 
support this strong collaboration of the three universities across the East and West Midlands. The 
location of the ETI hub in the Midlands pays testament not only to their research strength but also to 
the potential strength of firms in the regions to exploit the technology that is developed.” Birmingham 
Evening Mail September 26, 2007 (DOC 61/2007). 
PRESSURE is mounting on the Government to explain why the region lost out on a £1bn renewable 
energy research grant. ...The ETI hub would have placed the North-East at the forefront of the 
Government’s efforts to tackle global warming and potentially bring thousands of jobs with it. 
Newcastle University was leading the region’s push for climate change glory, with an impressive list 
of backers from renewable energy companies. The Journal (Newcastle, UK) November 13, 2007 
(DOC 27/2007). 
A major contrast to the action plans is that newspaper articles are able to explore the downside to action and we 
see alternative threats to the region expressed. Indeed some of the proposed solutions to climate change are also seen 
to threaten the nature of the region.  
 “We all need to play our part in keeping climate change at bay and I’m not against wind farms 
altogether, but I am concerned about the cumulative impact on the landscape.  “Rob Aubrook Natural 
England regional director for the North East quoted in The Journal (Newcastle, UK) November 30 
2009 (Doc 11/2009). 
6. Summary 
In several respects it appears quite difficult for the English regions to use climate change to define them. Partly 
this is because the climatic variations across the UK are limited due to small area size. Therefore, until recently, it 
has been quite difficult for the regions to make climate change of particular relevance to the region. One way in 
which it has done this is to highlight the climatic threats to the region. Thus the region is defined as being in peril 
from climate change and that there is a necessity to act on part of the regional agencies. A clear priority for action is 
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the regional economy with a rationale that climate change provides an immense opportunity for economic 
development in a region. As government legislation has increasingly promoted the need to address climate change 
through a low carbon economy what becomes the defining features of a region is its ability to advance that agenda. 
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